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THE COUNCIL HOUSE, BRISTOL 


A community does well in providing itself with a place of government suitable 
to its state and adequately equipped to deal with the complexities of modern admin- 
istration. Such was the intention of the Bristol City Council when, in 1934, it decided 


to build the present Council House. 


The decision was momentous, for it involved a moving of the traditional seat of 


local government in the city. 


Civic administration had always been conducted within the area of the original 
walled town of Bristol. Now it was to be moved to a site which had at one time 


been outside its confines. 


ANCE HALL 


THE ENTR. 


In the Middle Ages the Council met in a large hall belonging to the Guild of 
Merchants, ultimately to be known as the Guildhall, upon the site of the present 
building which bears that name. 


The first Council House was ‘built in Corn Street in 1551-2 in the reign of 
Edward VI. A kind of piazza later to be known as the Mayor's Tolzey, was added 
to the front of the building and beneath its shelter the payment of dues, property 
negotiations, and interviews took place and even legal cases were heard. 


In 1704, the Council House was rebuilt when the Mayor’s Tolzey was demolished. 


During the Seven Years’ War, when newspapers were scarce and expensive, 
privileged citizens resorted to the Council House to read the war reports. Refresh- 
ments were supplied. 


Accommodation becoming more limited, extension was considered and the 
Church of St. Ewen in Broad Street and two houses were purchased. Upon this greater 
area a new Council House was to be erected. Sir Robert Smirke, the architect of the 
British Museum, was invited to submit plans. The foundation stone was laid in 
1824 and the building completed three years later. A new Council Chamber was 
added in 1898 and opened by Her Majesty Queen Victoria on the occasion of her 
visit to Bristol. 


There had already been some discussion about the desirability of securing a 
site for new municipal buildings. In June, 1919, a special committee met to consider 
a scheme for the acquisition of a site in College Green, previously put forward by 
the late Sir Thomas Lennard. The site was acquired and in June 1933, Mr. E. Vincent 
Harris, R.A., was appointed to be the architect. 


Messrs. William Cowlin & Son, Ltd., of Bristol were appointed the contractors. 
The foundation stone was laid in 1935 and the shell of the building was almost 
complete when war was declared in 1939, During the war years the space later to 
become the Conference Hall and Council Chamber became a “ British Restaurant” 
where hundreds of city workers were able to obtain the restaurant facilities which 
had been so depleted after the heavy air raids upon the city. Another part of the 
building contained a club for Service men and women and civilians. Emergency 
clothing supplies were also held here. Even after the war, progress was further 
delayed by the stringency of the national economic situation. 


UNOTUVd SMOAVW GUYOT AHL 


The choice of the College Green site had been a fortunate one. Centuries before, 
the Green had been known as Billeswick—the beautiful place—where citizens prom- 
enaded or listened to sermons preached from a stone pulpit. The Green forms a 
triangle with the apex directed towards the Bridgehead at St. Augustine’s and the 
harbour from which, in 1497, John, Cabot sailed on the voyage which led to his dis- 
covery of the northern shores of the American continent. 


From the apex of the Green there is a fine vista of the Council House forming 
a shallow crescent-shaped base of the triangle. On the south of the Green the Cath- 
edral extends to the Abbey Gateway, with the Central Library beyond. On the north 
side, the Lord Mayor’s Chapel is an ancient foundation which has been used for its 
present purpose since 1721. The site chosen was ideally suited to become the focal 
point of administration and civic pageantry. 


The long, graceful curve of the building terminates at either end in pavilion 
entrances. A ceremonial approach road sweeps up from the north and south of the 
building to a central entrance or porte cochére. Beneath a central archway stands 
the symbolic figure of an Elizabethan seaman carved in Portland stone by Mr. Charles 
Wheeler, R.A. The figure overlooks the waters of an ornamental lake which delin- 
eates the length and sweep of the building and has a fountain at either end. 


The skeleton of the entire structure is a reinforced concrete frame, mounted 
upon concrete rafting. The floors and roof are of the same material. Lead sheets 
cover the steeply sloping roof which is adorned at the northern and southern ends by 
two bronze-gilt unicorns (the supporters of the City arms), the work of Mr, David 
McFall, A.R.A. 


The facing materials of the building are brick, with Portland stone used for the 
dressings and lower storey. Handmade bricks from Moreton-in-the-Marsh, Glouces- 
tershire, have been used externally in the upper storeys. The decision of the Council 
to use brick as the principal facing material for the building was prompted by the 
desire that the importance of the Cathedral adjoining should not be challenged in 
any way. 


The rear elevation of the building is imposing. At street level the spacious 
Cash Office occupies the centre of the span. It is the largest single office in the City 
and fully equipped with all modern banking requirements. The timber used in the 
hall is mansone, or African walnut. 


The space above is occupied by the Conference Hall and Council Chamber. 


THE LADY MAYORESS’S PARLOUR 


Two finials, consisting of a seahorse and figure of a boy and girl were designed 
by Mr. David McFall to adorn the roof of this side of the building. The represen- 
tation portrays “the spirit of the Avon as a symbol of belief in the future of Bristol.” 


The basement of the building. accommodates the boiler house with the City 
archives in temperature-controlled conditions. The heating plant is probably the 
largest for any single building in the West of England. Electricity taken at night, 
heats the water in six 9,000-gallon sterage tanks. Thermometers register the outside 
temperature and are linked with automatic controls within the building. 


The first floor contains the civic apartments and committee rooms, Council 
Chamber and Conference Hall. 


The ceremonial approach to the Council apartments is by the main entrance 
hall in the centre of the building. From this hall corridors extending on either side 
for the length of the building provide access to the Council apartments. The walls 
and corridors of the entrance hall are lined with local Doulting stone and the hall 
fioor paving is of Belgian black marble and Bianco del Mara. 


A circular window above the main entrance depicts the arms of Gaunts Hospital, 
founded about 1220 by Sir Maurice Berkeley de Gaunt, grandson of Robert 
Fitzhardinge, the founder (circa 1140) of St. Augustine’s Abbey—now Bristol Cath- 
edral. 


A striking feature immediately facing the main entrance is a fine clock, encircled 
by the signs of the zodiac indicating the period of the year and having a wind indi- 
cator. The blue and gold clock surmounts the entrance to the Conference Hall, which 
is faced with rich, honey-coloured Doulting stone. The east and west walls of this 
apartment have been adorned by the incision of the names of the Mayors and Lord 
Mayors, with their dates of office, from 1216 to the present time. The work, involving 
the cutting of approximately 14,000 letters was executed by Mr. Angello-del- 
Cauchferta, M.G.L.C. and Miss Beryl Hardman, A.R.C.A. 


The patterned floor is of parquet with a marble margin. Stone benches, with 
red pigskin upholstery, extend around the walls. The Conference Hall will accom- 
modate 300 luncheon guests and there are adequate catering and service facilities in 
an adjoining apartment. 


The ceilings of the Conference Hall and Council Chamber are the gift to the 
City of the Edwin Austen Abbey Memorial Trust Fund. The Council House is the 
first modern building chosen to merit this mark of distinction. 


The Conference Hall ceiling is particularly interesting. It was painted by 
Mr. W. T. Monnington, R.A. 


In designing his work, Mr. Monnington vizualised the conception of our times 
which Bristolians of the future might be expected to form. Inspired by the great 
scientific discoveries in nuclear physics, he has produced a geometric form based on 
the atom. Four atomic structures whirl in an atmosphere surrounding a central orb 
representing the earth, The design is geometric because an abstract painting seemed 
the only vehicle to convey the idea of atomic power most adequately. The geometric 
principle enhances the apparent height of the ceiling. 


The painting, in tempera, was done in situ by Mr. Monnington and his helper, 
Mr. Scott Medd. Colours were ground and mixed into an emulsion of egg, linseed 
oil and water—the revival of a centuries-old technique. 


The Council Chamber is a room of fine proportions. It is equipped in accord- 
ance with the style of the House of Commons and galleries have been provided for 
the press and public. A room for the exclusive use of the press has been provided at 
the rear of the Chamber. Furniture is of black oak and the upholstery is crimson 
pigskin. The heavily-studded doors are clad in the same leather. 


The very fine ceiling was painted by Mr. John Armstrong. The theme is 
“ Bristol at all times in its history.” The centre of the design is filled with the crowd- 
ing sails of ships in white and sunset rose. Interspersed among the sailing vessels are 
the various models of steam ships, while the developments in aviation from the box 
kite to the helicopter and modern Bristol-built airliner are represented. The arms of 
the City and County appear in the middle. The borders of the design are filled by a 
portrayal of notable buildings from the past and present. The corners are enlivened 
by inset portrayals of the symbolic figures of Wisdom, Enterprise, Navigation and 
Industry. 


The work is approximately 60 feet x 30-feet and comprises ten strips of primed 
canvas marouflaged, that is, rolled on to the ceiling with an adhesive of white lead 
and gold size. The painting was executed at Newlyn in Cornwall and Mr, 
Armstrong’s assistant was Miss Mary Collett. 


At the Park Street end of the floor there is a suite of committee and consulting 
rooms. Three rooms are faced with local Doulting stone throughout and one has a 
stone dado and wallpaper over. One of the long committee rooms is panelled in 
walnut to the full height and another has an oak dado with wallpaper over. One of 


ENTRANCE TO CONFERENCE HALL 


the most attractive rooms is that which is panelled to the full height in apple wood. 
This unusual room displays to the full the skill of the craftsman, so marked through- 
out the whole building. 


The Deanery Road side of the floor contains the Lady Mayoress’s Parlour, with 
a sitting room for Lady Councillors. An oak-panelled retiring room for Council 
members and refreshment lounge completes the suite on the west side. 


On the east, the Lord Mayor’s suite overlooks College Green. Two pleasing 
rooms accommodate the Lord Mayor’s Secretary and staff. Beyond, the Lord Mayor's 
Parlour is panelled in English walnut and furnished in walnut with “ Bristol Red” 
upholstery and carpet. Above the fireplace, the Arms of Edward III recall the granting 
of county status to the city by the king in 1373. A concealed door in the panelling 
opposite the fireplace leads through a short corridor to the walnut-panelled Lord 
Mayor’s Reception Room. The frieze is enlivened by the carved and coloured 
armorial bearings of the Trade Guilds of Bristol and has the names of famous 
Bristolians gilded. A map of Bristol in 1581, after Hoefnagle, is inset above the 
mantelpiece. The furnishings are walnut with blue upholstery and carpet. The 
Reception Room completes the Civic Suite. 


The remainder of the building comprises office accommodation on ground, 
upper ground, second, third and fourth floors. The occupying departments are the 
Town Clerk’s, City Treasurer's, Chief Education Officer’s and Housing Manager's, 
with the City Architect's department filling the entire upper floor of the building. 
Eight hundred employees are accommodated in all. 


The requirements of administration have increased so greatly since the building 
was planned that already site-work is proceeding at the rear of the building in prep- 
aration for the erection of an annexe to contain smaller departments, a municipally 
operated public restaurant and staff restaurant. 


When complete, Bristol will have a civic precinct adequately equipped for the 
efficient functioning of its civic administration. 
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